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SOCIOLOGY

THE MEXICAN IN A NORTHERN URBAN AREA:
A PROFILE OF AN ETHNIC COMMUNITY1
NORMAN

s. GOLDNER

Ohio State University, Columbus

INTRODUCTION. The Mexican colony in St. Paul may be designated
as a semi-community in as much as it has never been a stable, complete, and consistent social system (Martindale: 1960). Some of the
factors responsible for the failure of the Mexican in the North to
duplicate the ethnic community forms exhibited by other minority
groups are suggested in the following account.
About three million Mexicans and Mexican-Americans comprise
the fourth largest minority group in the United States. When the
quota acts of 1921 and 1924 restricted immigration from Europe
and Asia, the political and economic forces involved caused a flow
of Mexican, Puerto Rican, South American, and Canadian peoples
into this country. Just as the demand for cheap and unskilled labor
had drawn the European masses to the cities of the East and North,
at the turn of the century agricultural specialization and railroad
expansion created a demand for cheap mobile labor in the Southwest. Geographically and situationally, the Mexican was available.
Within this socio-politico-economic context, the Mexican began the
transition from a migratory laborer to an urban industrial proletariat.
As the Mexican was drawn first seasonally then permanently from
the Southwest into various Northern communities, he once more
began to develop ·a stable social system, though one markedly diffrent from that of the peasant village he originally possessed in
Mexico. The nature of this transformation and the processes of readjustment have remained relatively unstudied and undocumented.
Periodical literature devoted to the Mexican in the United States
contains few works on the Mexican in the Northern City. As he
entered the urban phase of his integration into American society,
the Mexican attracted attention primarily as a source of cheap labor
threatening the established standard of living and as a problem to
the community's welfare agencies. A few descriptive accounts of the
1 I wish to express my gratitude to Mr. Ramedo Saucedo, the Manuel Capiz family, Mr.
Abolino Basquez, Father J. Ward, Mr. Roman Gomez, Messrs. A. Coronado, Jr. and Sr.,
the members of the International Institute Club, League of United Latin American Citizens, G.I. Forum, Holy Name Society, Anahuac, and to Professor Don Martindale with
whom I often conferred about problems in the conduct of the study.
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Northern Mexican appeared during the 1920's and the depression.
Later such accounts virtually disappeared. Only recently has there
been a revival of interest. 2
PURPOSE AND METHOD. The present report concerns a pilot study
of the transformation of migratory agricultural Mexicans into an
American urban proletariat. A major part of the study consisted of a
structural comparison between the first and second generation Mexican and Mexican-American.
The data were collected as follows:
1. A three month informal preliminary observation of the community during which time the investigator familiarized himself with
the local ethos;
2. Interviews (sometimes taped) with businessmen in the area
(Mexican and Jewish), the parish priest, a former local school
administrator, and officers of local organizations, as well as correspondence with the major schools and employers in the area;
3. An interview schedule of 63 major items individually administered to 50 respondents with the help of a Spanish speaking interpreter when necessary.
25 male respondents were selected from each of the two generations, the first ranging in age from 49 to 78 years, the second from
21 to 38 years. With no complete enumeration of Mexicans available, subjects were solicited from church, service agency, and voluntary organizational lists, (both active and inactive.) The success of
this procedure is evidenced in the "refusal to be interviewed" rate
which was approximately one % in 50 cases. A Chi-square, FisherStudent T, and the proportions test were used in the analysis of data.
· A comparison of the first and second generations (for which the
terms "fathers" and "sons" will be respectively used) reveals the
major historical changes in the social structure of the colony.
COLONY FORMATION AND ECONOMIC STRUCTURE. The establishment
of the Mexican in St. Paul is a terminal phase in a migratory pattern which gained momentum in the Southwest at the turn of the
century. Early movements of Mexican migrants to Minnesota were
in response to requirements of the sugar beet industry for cheap
labor. As early as 1907 Mexicans (including Americans of Mexican
descent) were imported from the Southwest. The American Crystal
Sugar Company even maintained employment agencies in Southwestern cities to recruit and arrange transportation for laborers.
Encouraged to winter in the North with promises of comfortable
living conditions or an increased wage if they moved on without
cost to the beet companies, these early workers were the vanguard
of the St. Paul colony which was formed between 1912 and 1916.
The primary settlement occurred in the Riverview district, locally
referred to as the "West Side" with its core at Fairfield, State, and
2 For example, Broom and Shevky regard the Mexican group as meriting detailed and
comprehensive study due to its size, social position, and dynamic character; Humphrey:
1946.
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Indiana streets. Others were located at the low land between the
Third and Sixth Street bridges, along Phalen Creek below the Seventh Street bridge ("Swede Hollow"), on the east bank of the Mississippi River, behind the public market, and in boxcars along the
Burlington railroad tracks.
During the winter of 1925, about 350 Mexicans stayed in St.
Paul. By May of that year, 100 had already left for the beet fields
of Minnesota, Iowa, and Wisconsin. A few were employed by the
railroads and packing houses as unskilled laborers. At this time
a social worker reported that with the cooperation of employment
agencies she had been able to secure some placements for Mexicans.
Though they were stereotyped as a hot-tempered, lazy people with
little energy, she found them always ready for work, declining charity
until actually in dire need of food (Battey: 1925).
1929 was a most important year in the colony's formation. During
the depression, the demand for field workers increased resulting in
a further buildup of Mexicans in Minnesota. Observers of the St.
Paul community estimate that the colony increased from 70 in 1920
to 1,500 in 1936. Until World War II the colony relied upon
seasonal employment in the fields, packing plants, and railroads-a
pattern that became typical of the Mexican in the North (Jones:
1928; Humphrey: 1945; Taylor: 1930; Sullenger: 1924). Gradually
they secured employment as unskilled laborers in many industries,
although in 1946 their primary employment continued to be in the
packing houses, railroads, and beet fields (The Mexican in Minnesota: 1948).
TABLE 1. EMPLOYMENT PROFILE: MEXICANS IN ST. PAUL (SAMPLE),:, 1946.

Type
PACKING HOUSES . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
RAILROADS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
BEET FIELDS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
TEXTILE MILLS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
MISCELLANEOUS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Men

Women

110
30
66
20
44

14

270

25

5
6

* (/bid., 1948:p. 19. See also The Mexican in Minnesota:1953, for another occupational

profile).

Clearly, the Mexican entered the urban socio-economic structure
at the bottom, often displacing the Negro. By 1958-1959, the institutional structure of the colony had undergone important changes
as may be seen by contrasting the first and second generation economic patterns.
The first generation urban workers in this study were downgraded
occupationally when compared to their own fathers (grandfathers
of the "sons") who remained in Mexico. 54% of the "grandfather"
generation and 83 % of the "fathers" were menial laborers. They
often surrendered better positions in their politically and economically
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unstable homeland for marginal employment in the States. Moreover,
the "fathers" have remained at the bottom of the occupational ladder whereas the "sons" have become occupationally diversified and
upwardly mobile. Some of them have become tradesmen, professionals, and white collar workers while others are attending colleges
and technical-vocational institutes. The "sons" also began at the
bottom of the urban economic hierarchy. One young man, for example, worked first at stoop labor in the beetfields although he
is now a senior draftsman in a large corporation. At various times
he worked as a delivery boy, packinghouse butcher, and as a shipping clerk.
The occupational elevation of the "sons" is mainly due to the
job training they acquired, indicating the importance of education.
19 of these respondents were entitled to the training subsidies which
veterans used to get. Lack of familiarity with English, a limited basic
education, and the demands of earning a livelihood in the unfamiliar
urban context ruled out the likelihood that the "fathers" would receive further formal training, thereby gaining access to better jobs.
Of all the employed respondents, none of the "fathers" made
more than $7,000 during the previous year whereas four "sons"
made between $7,000 and $10,000. 11 "fathers" and four "sons"
worked in packinghouses, which suggests that the former are heavily
dependent upon the meat-packing industry-probably their modal
form of employment in St. Paul. The mean yearly income for the
"fathers" was approximately $3,620; for the "sons" $5,200. The
"sons" more infrequently owned homes. Of those that owned homes,
their average resale value was approximately $11,700 as compared
to $7,800 for the homes of the "fathers." The "sons" also own
newer and slightly more expensive cars. The "sons" thus appear to
be better off economically and occupationally than the "fathers".
Important differences between the two generations are evident
through an examination of their attitudes toward work.
When asked, "What occupation do you hope your son will enter?"
60% of the "fathers" expected their sons to be professionals or to
TABLE 2. Occupational Profile of Three Generations.
Employment

Hard or unskilled labor
Semi-skilled
Trade/Craft
Farm or ranch owner
Business (Proprietor)
White Collar
Manager /Supervisor
Professional
Student
University
Trade School
Occupation not known
TOTAL:

Grandfathers

Fathers

Sons

13
2
3
3
I

20
1

8
1

1

5

..

2

2

4

..

3 1

I

25

25

25
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gain higher (college) education while 84 % of the "sons" expressed
such hopes. Calculations based upon the "fathers'" recollections of
their own fathers' expectations shows that only 8 % of the "grandfather" generation had such aspirations for their sons.
When considering the most important factors in selecting a job,
"happiness and satisfaction" "steadiness", and "salary" were most
frequently named by both generations. While "pay" was rated highly
by both generations, "sons" were more often concerned with how
much "satisfaction" the job would bring. The "fathers' " major concern was with "security and steadiness of employment." This is understandable when it is remembered that the "sons" are gaining skills
which facilitate urban employment while the "fathers" have few job
qualifications and are at an advanced age.
TABLE

3. Acceptability of Present Employment.

Observed
Fathers
Sons
20
18
Satisfied
5
7
Not Satisfied or Unemployed
Chi-square=.44 p.5-25.

Expected
Fathers
19
6

Sons
19
6

When asked which jobs they themselves aspired to or would
like if they could choose a job, almost one-third of the "fathers"
chose trades; another third were resigned to hard and menial labor
(refusing even to consider the possibility of having a better job).
Nearly one-half of the "sons" preferred professional positions, approximately one-fourth chose semi-professional or skilled occupations, and none chose menial labor.
Approximately 80% of the employed of each generation indicated
satisfaction with the employment they then held. Their reasons for
satisfaction were, however, significantly different (p. 005). While
both mentioned "salary" most often, the "sons" also emphasized
"clean, interesting work", "a chance to meet people", and "pleasant
co-workers". Only twice did the "fathers" mention these reasons
for being satisfied. The latter focused more on "steadiness", "ease",
"good relations with management", "side benefits", and "hours".
(An indication, perhaps, that they were satisfied with maintaining
their position, rather than advancing it.)
A few of the colony's taverns and restaurants were owned by
Mexicans, while grocery stores, bakeries, meat shops, and dry goods
stores were owned by former members of the Jewish community
whom the Mexicans replaced. In general, neither Anglo nor Mexican
investors are likely to be attracted to this area since it is obviously
physically deteriorated and has been earmarked for industrial redevelopment once the Mississippi River is safely diked. Presently,
the colony lacks any semblance of a middle class. Those who might
qualify tend to leave the community physically and socially.
Family Structure. The traditional family form of the Mexican
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peasant may be described as patriarchal and authoritarian. Husbands
exercise considerable authority over their wives who, in turn, are
super-ordinate to sons, as are brothers to their sisters. Migratory
agricultural work proved to be unsteady and seasonal and served
to strip the father of his primary role of provider and weakened his
function as family protector. This leveling and democratization of
the family continued in the medium of a competitive-utilitarian urban
system. Families often traveled and labored together in the fields
resulting in a leveling of status. Wives and children thereby made
important contributions to the family while the father was helpless·
to provide during slack periods. Structural changes in the family
are now contrasted in relation to the ideal typical peasant vs. the
urban family.
Having once been economically productive in the beet fields,
the homebound role .of the female was only partially reestablished
in the city. The traditional husband was reluctant to allow his wife
to procure industrial employment or even to go out alone ( after
the Spanish custom) except in cases of dire necessity. The Depression and a rising cost of living during World War II represented
such an economic necessity. Many Mexican women then took jobs
outside the home, citing the high cost of living and concern for
their children's welfare as motivation.
In 1958-1959 no generational differences were found for wives
that work; nine instances occurred in each generation. But all of the
second generation .wives had worked after marriage while only two
of the first generation wives ( other than the nine now employed)
had ever held a job in the city. "Sons'" wives had higher status and
more diversified jobs than wives of the "fathers".
Urban settlement is reducing the size of the Mexican family to
some extent. Whereas large families were an asset to the migrant
assigned a specified number of acres to till and paid according to
the size of the harvest, they become a hindrance in the industrial
setting where the family consumes rather than produces. 48 % of
the "fathers" had from five to seven children, and an additional 40%
had between ten and twelve; 71 % of the "sons" had from one to
three children. Larger families might be forthcoming from the latter
generation since their fecundity is not exhausted. Both generations
expressed a preference for more children than the urban average
(between two and three) but the "sons" wanted fewer (mean of
4.3) than did the "fathers" (mean of 5.7). Tlie rationale for limiting
family size was the same for both generations, revolving around
the pressures of urban. existence.
Family size will be affected if the trend toward later marriage
continues. Colony youth marry earlier than the United States average but later than the Mexican peasant who may marry in the early
teens. Girls usually marry between the ages of 16 to 20, the boys from
18 to 23.
The authoritarian structure of the family has changed. This is
evidenced in the fact that about 80% of each generation reported
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consultations with their wives before making important family decisions. Their reasons for doing so included notions that she "ought
to" or "had a right to" participate in the decision-making process;
"she works so she has a say"; "she'd break my neck if I didn't ask
her"; "I make up my mind first and then get her to agree so she
doesn't feel left out". Family status arrangements appear to have
become more equalitarian among both generations.
Changes in reference group are reported for the children, ( they
are less patient, more assertive, and are increasingly eager to throw
off family restraint in favor of identification with youth groups
around them), as well. as an increasing breakdown of the father's
role as disciplinarian. Nevertheless, while Mexican delinquents had
not come to the authorities' attention in 1934 but had jumped to
35, 19, and 19 in 1943, 1944, and 1945 respectively, the parish
priest ( who is contacted when colony Mexicans are delinquent and
probated) estimates that their delinquency is below that which such
depressed areas usually produce.
Both generations had expectations for their daughters inconsistent
with the homebound tradition of the rural Mexican. There was a
slight but insignificant tendency for the "sons" to accept education
and occupations for their daughters more often, or to express no preferences at all as compared to the "fathers".
Traditionally, Mexicans have afforded elderly relatives honor and
respect. But, they too are affected by increasing geriatric problems
in the United States which are symptomatic of changed family ftmctions. Only nine of the "sons" hoped their parents would live with
them in old age compared to twenty-three of the "fathers". There
is a significantly greater willingness among the "fathers" to house
their parents; the "sons" prefer to help their parents establish separate residence through financial aid-obviously conforming to modern
urban patterns. A near significant tendency is observed for the
"fathers" to express a reliance on their children for financial help in
family support while the "sons" have largely abandoned such expectations. 68% of the "fathers" and 36% of the "sons" think that children should contribute regularly to the family in times of hardship.
Conversely, more of the latter than the former state that children
"should not work to support the family". One of the oldest interviewees commented upon the changing role of the son: "When we
first came to the United States, all the boys gave me their earnings
and I gave them what money they needed for shoes and other things
they had to have. But, these days kids keep their own money and
won't even tell their parents what they make. I like the way we
used to handle the money, but in the United States, things are different".
The peasant ethos of "brother help brother" has succumbed to
the urban standards of individual competition and reward. Females
have escaped the brunt of their traditional role and the traditional
functions of the family have changed and atrophied.
Education and Acculturation. American educational institutions
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have been the primary acculturative agency for the second generation immigrant (with resulting feedback to the first generation).
Education, in fact, represents one of the primary modes for social
and economic ascent in an urban-industrial society.
Extreme physical mobility, a characteristic of the migrant laborer,
has negative implications for formal education; it is impossible for
children to maintain productive school attendance. Thomas (1951)
found that 35% of the children of school age (7-10) had left or
never been to school; most children who had left school, including
the 14 to 16 year olds, had not gone beyond the second grade; and
that 82 % of all school-age migrants were retarded scholastically
from 1 to 8 years.
Lafayette Grade School on the "West Side" admitted some of its
first Mexicans in 1929. The educational picture remained unfavorable throughout the depression, improving only after the War created steady employment which allowed families to remain permanently in the city. By 1946, 468 St. Paul Mexican children were
attending school. 75 were attending high school; returning veterans
were using the G.I. Bill to train in vocational-mechanical schools
but none were then reported to be enrolling in college. By 1952,
3 were noted to have graduated from nearby colleges, while two,
were attending. Academic retardation was not as prominent, but
was still the rule. In effect, education and the long history of citizenship classes provided alternative patterns of behavior for the old
as well as the young. Pilot interviews with the "fathers" and social
agency employees indicate that the former are sensitive to the necessity of education in attaining economic and social advancement.
These attitudes were clarified and substantiated by this study.
One of the most important reflections of differential acculturation
between the generations is reflected in the length of school attendance; 11.1 years for the "sons" and 2.9 for the "fathers". Moreover,
the jobs aspired to by 12% of the .latter and 56% of the former
would require formal training (for which the "fathers probably would
not qualify since what little education they obtained was in Mexico) .
It is perhaps axiomatic in the American social structure that "success" is derived from one's occupation which is in turn predicated
upon formal training and schooling. Thus the "sons" experience in
the Anglo school system has served to acculturate them to and train
them for an urban milieu.
Other Evidences of Acculturation and Structural Change. Other
differences revealed by a generational comparison are here summarized to suggest further forms and degrees of the acculturative processes involving Northern urban Mexicans.
While the immigrants came mainly from the religious areas of
Central Mexico, 41 % of the "fathers" and 71 % of the "sons" attend
church less often than their respective parents (i.e. in their family
of orientation). There is a stronger tendency for the "sons" than
the "fathers" to join Anglo organizations or model their own after
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them. Labor unions are the only Anglo organization in which the
"fathers" reported participation.
Although the "fathers" probably suffered under Anglo employers
as migratory laborers, they infrequently felt that the St. Paul Anglo
was prejudiced nor did they report many cases of discrimination.
Probably due to their higher frequency of physical and social mobility, the "sons" reported twice as many cases of discrimination ( 8)
and felt that Anglos were prejudiced about twice as often (17) as
did the "fathers."
As an indication of differential generational involvenient in civic
life, politics proved to be of greater interest to the "sons". They
vote more often than the "fathers" (several of whom are not citizens), and in general have a greater familiarity with national and
international politics. Both generations could more readily identify
the French premier than the president of Mexico (suggesting a comparative lack of interest in Mexican politics) .
A comparison of cultural traits and patterns shows that the
"fathers" have tended to retain more traditional and adopt fewer
urban cultural characteristics than have the "sons." Spanish remains
the primary medium of first generation communication and although
the "sons" can speak Spanish, they regard English as their native
language. Both generations would like future generations to learn
Spanish, but its use in the third generation continues to decline.
Although both groups eat American food, each generation expresses a preference for Mexican style foods. Even so, the "sons"
eat more American than Mexican foods, the latter generally being
reserved as a treat for special occasions. The "sons" also spend
more leisure time than the "fathers" visiting (Mexican and especially Anglo) friends, drinking and socializing in taverns (often
located outside the Riverview area), reading Anglo rather than Mexican publications (none of which originate in the colony), and listening to Anglo music. Hunting, fishing, and club and organizational
membership are relatively unpopular in both generations but slightly
more common among the "sons". Neither generation exhibits the
"superstitious" behavior conventionally attributed to the Mexican
peasant and migrant.
SUMMARY. To comprehend the general processes and trends of the
acculturation of the Northern urban Mexican-American, it is important to note that while the second generation is more assimilated
by almost every index, the first generation is not actively engaged in
the preservation of its original culture. Societies and clubs have not
often been formed for this purpose and when they have, substantive
and general support has been lacking. Even the colorful parades
celebrating Mexico's independence have been discontinued. To the
extent that celebrations occur, they are generally held within the
home. Second generation gatherings are better attended and more
vigorously supported than those of the first. The fact that both
generations infrequently demanded that their children marry within
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the Mexican community and generally indicated that they would
accept. Anglo in-laws also suggests that there are not strong pressures from within the colony to maintain itself. And since the host
community did not systematically discriminate against or threaten
the existence of the relatively small number of Mexicans, outside
pressures which might have united and solidified the colony in the
face of a common "enemy" were absent. The incorporation of the first
generation into marginal industrial occupations and their. failure in
turn to indoctrinate the second generation with traditional Mexican
peasant culture (lost or diluted in the migratory stage) precluded the
..formation and preservation of a Mexican ethnic community in St.
Paul as a stable, complete, and consistent system of institutions.
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